The site of Preah Vihear lies in a long-disputed border zone between Cambodia and Thailand. Situated on a plateau above the plain of Cambodia, the temple, dedicated to Shiva, includes a series of sanctuaries linked by a system of pavements and staircases that date back to the first half of the eleventh century Ce, although elements of the complex date to the ninth century when a hermitage was founded. The quality of architecture at the site, the excellence of the carved stone ornamentation, and the way the complex is adapted to the natural environment, certainly make the site outstanding. The problem is that the landscape around the site lies in disputed national borders.
The landscape became a highly politicized issue in the 2000s when Cambodia put the site forward for World Heritage inscription. UNESCO initially deferred debate of the nomination at its 2007 World Heritage Committee meeting, but the Committee inscribed Preah Vihear at its meeting on 8 July 2008 in Quebec:
3 this was not a simple decision.
The ICOMOS evaluation report submitted to that meeting 4 raised substantial issues regarding the nomination. Signifi cantly, in the context of the World Heritage nomination process, there had already been a number of problems raised by the ICOMOS evaluation of the nomination, tabled at the WHC meeting, which raised issues regarding the nomination of the site: [section 7] In the original nomination the promontory on which the temple is located was included in the core area. Now the core area has been revised and is smaller, including only the main monument. ICOMOS considers that the values of Preah Vihear are not limited to the monument in isolation: it extends to the wider frame. The nomination covers a small part of this picture, although this small part is the core of this entity.
ICOMOS considers that the decision to reduce the area to the temple and its surroundings has had a signifi cant impact on the attributes that refl ect the outstanding universal value of the property.
[. . .] ICOMOS notes that although a map was provided revising the core zone, this map is at a reduced scale and it is necessary to supplement it with a detailed map. No detailed map has been submitted for the boundaries of the buffer zone, or for the areas to the north and west, which will be subject of agreements on the joint management between Cambodia and Thailand (only general areas were discussed).
The nominated area is now signifi cantly smaller than in the original application and the application must be revised to refl ect changes to the boundaries.8 These are all signifi cant issues and it might have been prudent for the WHC to consider deferring the decision on inscription until the issues were resolved. More directly, the ICOMOS report stated:
[ This clearly raised the issue that the boundary and buffer zones were problematic, and that these both compromised the Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) of the site and were likely to present long-term problems; a warning that should have been recognized by the Committee.
Nevertheless, the site was inscribed.
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But why did the World Heritage Committee endorse the listing of Preah Vihear at the 2008 meeting? Why be rushed into a decision when there were clearly signifi cant reservations regarding the integrity of the property and its future? Why not heed the WHC's own advisory body? Some feel that the WHC did well not to bow to political pressures, 11 and perhaps it was a perception of not wanting to give in to such pressures that pushed it through. But the reservations in the ICOMOS report should have been more clearly taken into consideration -and they provided a good context in which to continue active discussions, not to be pushed into designation first and problem solving later.
The situation since inscription has become even more complex and politicized. And it has not been without signifi cant human consequences: by April 2011 'at least 12 soldiers on both sides have been killed and 50,000 villagers forced to fl ee'. 12 There have also been suggestions that the dispute has been used to fuel political issues within Thailand, leading up to the current general election. 13 So wh y did the Thais walk out of the 35th s ession of the W orld Heritage Com mittee this June and threaten to withdraw from the World Heritage Convention? The problem arose because the Thai delegation felt it was unacceptable to consider Cambodia's Preah Vihear management plan at the meeting. Once again their main issue was whether a management plan, and specifi cally any map, would put Thailand at risk of losing 'territory'. (There was also a mildly interesting wrangle on terminology, between 'restoration' and 'repair' in the Cambodian document and Thailand's desire to use the terms 'protection' and 'conservation' 14 -sadly, this was not driven by a deep critique of authenticity or visual interpretation, but a worry that it might be construed as tacit recognition of damage to the site during the confl ict.) UNESCO 20 This recycles the usual complaints against W orld Heritage designation: the lack of direct funding, the dominance of tourism agendas, etc., etc. But that, as always, misses the point. The value of World Heritage is that it raises the profi le of debates on conservation, protection, and sustainability. It can provide a platform for debating problematic issues. It can attract funds, be they from the international community or by mobilizing national resources and attention. And what is so wrong if it attracts support to develop capacity -training and education -surely that is a major goal: sustainable local institutions, managing archaeological sites within a local context.
What is sad about this case is that it has raised the debate about World Heritage status and even conservation, but not productively and not without considerable damage and suffering.
The UNESCO Director-General, Irina Bokova, rightly 'emphasized that heritage should serve not for confl ict but as a tool for dialogue and reconciliation [... and that] the World Heritage Convention of 1972 is not only the foremost international instrument for the preservation and protection of the world's cultural and natural properties which have Outstanding Universal Value, but also widely recognized as an important and indispensable tool to develop and encourage international cooperation and dialogue'. 21 Unfortunately, the inscribing of the site in 2008 was a mistakenot just with hindsight, it was clear at the time. The potential of the landscape of Preah Vihear to be a World Heritage Site is not disputed and was clearly recognized in the ICOMOS evaluation report. The WHC decision was to inscribe a reduced area and then try to fix the problems; a better path forward would have been to fix the problems as part of an effective conservation planning exercise, which would have subsequently led to nomination. Subsequent debates at the WHC, and the problems at this year's meeting, have been created by the conditions set at that first, ill-considered, nomination meeting. The requests for management planning, mapping, clearer boundaries and buffers, periodic reporting, state of conservation reports, etc. -all the normal trappings of World Heritage Site procedures -were set in train by the inscription process. These have simply added to the tensions and created contexts for political manoeuvring, particularly within Thailand. If the decision had been to defer inscription until a tenable boundary and management plan could have been established, much of the political ammunition would have been removed from the debate.
As Anchalee Kongrut, writing in the Bangkok Post, states: Personally, I'll never understand how UNESCO'S WHC accepted Cambodia's request to enlist the site right from the start. For me, it is senseless for the WHC to process the heritage site enlisting when Cambodian troops have been stationed at Preah Vihear temple since 2008 and shelling between soldiers of both countries has been ongoing since that year? Instead, WHC should consider putting memberships of Thailand and Cambodia on red-list for damaging an ancient site, politicising and shaming the philosophy of conservation at its core. The WHC itself should consider its role when the enlisting leads to problems of national sovereignty. For me, conservation must foster peace and lead to betterment, not the other way around. 22 W e will see in the coming weeks what a new Thai government brings to the debate. It is with sadness that we note that Mr Sun Fuxi, Vice Director-General of the Xi'an Municipal
